The Reverend David Williams F.G.S. (1792-1850) of Bleadon, and his collection of ichthyosaurs and a plesiosaur from the Lower Lias of Somerset by Taylor, Michael A
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Taylor, Michael A (Research Associate) (2016) The Reverend David Williams F.G.S. 
(1792-1850) of Bleadon, and his collection of ichthyosaurs and a plesiosaur from the 
Lower Lias of Somerset. The Geological Curator, 10 (6). pp. 263-267. ISSN 0144-
5294 
 
http://repository.nms.ac.uk/1777 
 
 
Deposited on: 11 March 2019 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NMS Repository – Research publications by staff of the National Museums Scotland 
 
http://repository.nms.ac.uk/  
273. The Reverend David Williams F.G.S. (1792-
1850) of Bleadon, and his collection of
ichthyosaurs and a plesiosaur from the Lower
Lias of Somerset
Michael A. Taylor
Honorary Research Fellow, School of Museum
Studies, University of Leicester, and Research
Associate, Department of Natural Sciences, National
Museums Scotland. mat22@le.ac.uk
The Reverend David Williams F.G.S. (1792-1850)
was, from 1820, rector (i.e. parson) of the parish of
Bleadon, at the seaward end of the Mendip Hills
southeast of Weston-super-Mare, Somerset. He is
best known as a keen geologist, collector and
researcher in the Palaeozoic stratigraphy of the West
Country of England and in the Quaternary bone
caves of Somerset (Currant 2000; Woolrich 2004;
Bromwich 2011; Benton 2012). The Palaeozoic
fossils, in particular, helped involve him as a minor
player in the 'Great Devonian Controversy' over the
geology of south-west England, exemplifying the
sometimes problematical relationship of provincial
geologists with the gentlemen of the Geological
Society of London, and the new professionals of the
Geological Survey (Rudwick 1985; Sharpe and
McCartney 1998, p. 140; Knell 2000, pp. 230-237,
321). However, Williams was also interested in fossil
vertebrates more generally, such as those from Lyme
Regis (Taylor and Torrens 1987). He owned a small
but significant collection of fossil marine reptiles
from the Lower Lias of the West Country. Little
seems to have been published on this material, and I
outline its history briefly by way of drawing attention
to it. Williams's collection as a whole is now mostly
held in the Museum of Somerset of the South West
Heritage Trust (Museums Service), on behalf of the
Somersetshire Archaeological and Natural History
Society.
Williams died on 7 September 1850. A fulsome
obituary (Anon. 1850a) described a visit to his
rectory some years before:
[...] We found the retreat of science encumbered,
within and without, with the imperishable exuviae
of the ransacked hills. Not a table, a chair, or a
sofa without its antediluvian occupant. The very
lawn and the approaches to the house strewed
with fossil remains such as few museums can
boast. In the midst of a large room so densely
tenanted sat the geologist, as on a narrow isthmus
between the labours of the past and the triumphs
of the future; like Marius amidst the ruins of
Carthage, or (if you will) like a half-tide rock in a
mounting sea. He told us that we saw only his
inferior specimens, that the best were already in
London in the engraver's hands […]. 
Those engravings were for a projected book, never
completed: 
This true labour of love comprises the entire
geology of Somersetshire, Devonshire, and
Cornwall; and from the Mendip range to the
Land's End, we may almost literally say that he
has not "left a stone unturned".
Little has since been published specifically on
Williams's life and work, other than the Oxford
dictionary of national biography entry by Woolrich
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(2004) and its Dictionary of national biography
predecessor, a brief summary of his collection as a
whole and its then state of curation (Hallam 1937),
and a study by Benton (2012) focussing on his
dealings with the Bristol Institution for the
Advancement of Science, Literature and the Arts,
over fossils from the Dolomitic Conglomerate at
Bristol. 
Williams's will made no specific provision for his
collection (The National Archives, PROB 11/2135).
His son Wadham Pigott Williams, an executor, wrote
on 28 October 1850 to Henry De la Beche, offering
it to the 'Society', which must be the Geological
Society of London of which De la Beche had
recently been President (Sharpe and McCartney
1998, p. 143). Nothing seems to have come of this
for Williams's collection was advertised for sale in
the Athenaeum of 21 December (Anon. 1850b): 
[…] a choice Collection of Cave Bones from the
Mendips; splendid Saurians, including the one
figured No. 9 in Buckland's 'Bridgewater
Treatise'; with a large number of Palaeozoic
Fossils from Devon and Cornwall, &c. &c. 
There is no mention of an auction, and no such
auction is listed by Chalmers-Hunt (1976).
Presumably sale by private treaty was intended.
Williams's 'Geological and Scientific' library was
evidently disposed of separately to a Bristol
bookseller, who advertised the availability of a
catalogue (Anon. 1851d).
A Weston-super-Mare newspaper suggested in
January 1851 that Williams's collection would make
a fine nucleus for a local museum and 'an honourable
tribute to the memory of the most able geologist of
the district' (Anon. 1851a). Nothing, however, seems
to have come of this. At the September meeting of
the Somersetshire Archaeological and Natural
History Society (today the Somerset Archaeological
and Natural History Society), it was proposed to
organise a subscription to purchase the Williams
Collection (Anon. 1851b, 1851c). Early in January
1852 it was reported that the collection had been
examined by 'three gentlemen of well acknowledged
judgement' (Anon. 1852b, 1852d). Those were
William Baker (1787-1853), Secretary of the Society
(Bowen 1854), and a Dr Pring and Mr Moore. Pring
must be James Hurley Pring (d. 1889), the Weston-
super-Mare physician who had attended Williams in
his last illness and was an active antiquarian and
member of the Society (Anon. 1850a, 1889a, 1889b).
And Moore is surely the noted geologist Charles
Moore (1815-1881), who was also active in the
Society. A price of £250 was agreed, to which £100
for 'placing the same in the Society's museum' was
added to give a total target of £350 for the
subscription appeal, which was now well under way
(Anon. 1852b). Meanwhile the Society was making
inquiries about using an 'unoccupied room in the
[Taunton] market premises' to house the collection
(Anon. 1852a). The subscription reached £240 by the
end of February (Anon. 1852c), and was successful
in time for the sale to be concluded and the collection
deposited in the museum in Taunton by the
publication of the second volume of the Proceedings
and the September 1852 meeting of the Society
(Anon. 1852e, 1853). Baker, the Secretary, gave an
account of the collection to the meeting, beginning
with these words: 
It is now my pleasing task to speak of the large
and highly interesting addition to our museum
lately obtained, viz., the geological collection of
the late Rev. David Williams, of Bleadon, which
was procured by means of a liberal subscription,
raised amongst the friends of this Society. Some
of the most striking specimens are now set in
frames, and displayed on the walls of the
museum; and thousands of fossils are stored away
in drawers and boxes, to be exhibited as we can
procure proper cases [...]. (Baker 1853, p. 5)
This must have been the original museum, in the
New Market House at Taunton, as the Society did not
acquire Taunton Castle till the 1870s (Rabson 2015). 
Interestingly, Baker (1853, p. 7) also noted that the
Society then, in 1852, came into  'possession of' the
manuscript of Williams's unpublished book of the
'Geology of Somerset, Devon and Cornwall', with
geological maps and field sections, 'with the strata
numbered, so that the Palaeozoic fossils, which are
also numbered to correspond with the numbers on
the diagrams, can be readily referred to their proper
beds'. In fact, there seems to have been rather more
to the matter than that. The Williams family had
imposed a covenant on the sale to specify that if the
Society had not published the manuscript within an
agreed time, which evidently lapsed sometime before
September 1854, the Society was bound to return it
(Anon. 1855). Happily, the family let the Society
retain the manuscript for a longer period, which was
just as well as it was evidently critical for the
documentation of the collection. Some time by
August 1860, Mr Parfitt the curator had succeeded in
decoding Williams's manuscript, so to speak, and
thereby obtained approximate locality information
for many specimens; 'the collection, comparatively
useless before, is now of great value' (Sanford 1860,
p. 150). The book does not seem ever to have been
published, and the manuscript would be of real
interest today if it can be located. However, it is not
clear whether the book ever existed as a discrete
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manuscript. Nothing of the sort has been noted by
recent researchers, nor is it listed in the Society's
archives or the catalogue of the Somerset Heritage
Centre, or in the curatorial files (Martin Rudwick,
pers. comm. 2016; Hugh Torrens, pers. comm. 2016;
Tony Woolrich, pers. comm. 2016; David Bromwich,
pers. comm. 2016; Dennis Parsons, pers. comm.
2016). Despite the obituary (Anon. 1850a) and
Baker's reference to a 'manuscript book' (1853, p. 7),
the later references are to the 'manuscript […]
relating to the geological collection' (Anon. 1855,
p.2) and just 'manuscripts' (Sanford 1860, p. 149).
This shift raises a suspicion that, on further scrutiny,
the vaunted book manuscript turned out to be nothing
more than the collection of notebooks which is in the
archives today. However, the possibility remains that
the book did exist and was withdrawn by the family,
who were defeated by the likely cost, and the
problems of publishing such a document as Williams
left it while coping with its increasing obsolescence
as time passed. They were doubtless lucky that
Williams made no stipulation in his will concerning
the manuscript. 
The Society planned to sell duplicates from the
Williams Collection to raise money to pay for its
display furniture, and for further acquisitions. Baker
and 'Mr Moore', doubtless Charles Moore, soon, in
1852, identified specimens for retention by the
Society (Baker 1853, p. 8). Baker noted that
discussions had been held with the British Museum
[now Natural History Museum], the Museum of
Practical Geology [now British Geological Survey],
the Cambridge Museum [now Sedgwick Museum],
and a 'private gentleman'. Next year, at the
September 1853 annual meeting, it was reported that
Baker had been involved in the arrangement,
labelling and display of the geological collections
(apparently the Williams Collection was meant here),
with the assistance of Mr Salter, one of the curators
of the Museum of Practical Geology (Anon. 1854,
pp. 2-3). In fact, Salter had been so helpful that he
was given honorary membership. This must be John
William Salter (1820-1869) (Secord 2004), the
country's leading expert on Palaeozoic fossils, which
is consistent with the importance of those specimens
in the Williams Collection. But because of an
'unfortunate misunderstanding, as to what fossil
specimens the Society felt itself justified in parting
with, only a small sale of duplicates has as yet taken
place', and Baker's illness had prevented him from
'making any report as to the probability of any farther
sale being eventually effected' (Anon. 1854, p. 3).
Matters had evidently been sorted  out by the time of
the next year's meeting in September 1854; 'hundreds
of duplicates' had been sent to 'the Museum of
Practical Geology, the British Museum, and other
institutions' (Anon. 1855, pp. 2-3). Only the first
museum, buying a 'collection of Devon and Cornish
fossils', is listed under the entry for the Society by
Cleevely (p. 270). There is no mention of the
Williams Collection, or any sale by the Society about
this time, there or in the standard history of the
British Museum (Natural History) (Anon. 1904-
1912, vol. 1). Sherborn (1940, p. 145) merely refers
to the Taunton collection, but Cleevely (p. 311) lists
Devon material in the British Geological Survey and
Yorkshire Museum, York, the latter donated in 1837,
and Baker (1853, p. 6) referred to Williams
supplying the 'museums of London, Oxford, Bristol,
etc.' with 'good and abundant specimens' from the
Mendip bone caves. There might also have been
outright losses, besides sales of duplicates. The
geological collections at Taunton, as a whole, are
known to have suffered severe curatorial problems
and the disposal of material  at times (Hallam 1937;
Taylor 1986; Copp et al. 2000, pp. 25-26; Currant
2000, pp. 39-40), and it can be hard to reconcile the
old records with what survives today (Dennis
Parsons, pers. comm. 2012). So further research
would be necessary to try and elucidate those
dispersals of Williams material, including those
during life, and whether any included fossil reptiles.  
Baker's 1852 meeting report gives a useful sense of
the marine reptiles in the collection (Baker 1853, pp.
5-6): 
The specimens displayed on the walls of our
museum are ichthyosaurus tenuirostris,
intermedius, communis, parts of the huge
platiodon, and a large and almost unrivalled
plesiosaurus dolichodirus, which was found near
Watchet. Besides these, there are numerous
portions of saurians of the different species. One
of our specimens is an infant tenuirostris; another
has the sclerotic, the bony ring, beautifully
preserved, one part of which laps down on what
appears to be the crystalline lens; another has two
masses of food preserved between the ribs; and
one is especially interesting, being the identical
tenuirostris represented on plate 9, fig. 1, of Dr
Buckland's 'Bridgwater Treatise.'
Most of these Saurians were obtained by the
late Mr Williams, from the Lias Quarries, of
Street, near Glastonbury. 
This suggests that Williams had a fair though by no
means complete range of Lower Liassic marine
reptiles, with the bonus of a plesiosaur skeleton -
always rare. Baker's account implies at least three
substantially complete ichthyosaur skeletons, but
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perhaps no more than that, and one plesiosaur, in
addition to the usual spectrum of partial skeletons
and more fragmentary remains down to isolated
bones and teeth. In terms of the size of his collection,
therefore, Williams must be considered a minor
figure compared to such as Thomas Hawkins (1810-
1889) and Charles Moore (Copp et al. 2000; Taylor
2005). 
The Williams collection does not appear to have
received much if any academic interest during the
19th century, one exception being the ichthyosaur
figured by Buckland. However, at least one cast of
the plesiosaur was made, probably by or for Charles
Moore, and placed in the Bath Royal Literary and
Scientific Institution (Taylor and Evans 2016).
William's collection is a valuable contribution to the
Museum of Somerset today, especially the plesiosaur
which is, somewhat belatedly, of considerable
scientific interest (Taylor and Evans 2016). A trawl
of the donations lists in the Society's Proceedings
suggests that his specimens might have comprised
something of the order of half the  collection of
marine reptiles from Somerset once in the museum.
Further research, in the surviving Williams
manuscripts in the Somerset Heritage Centre, and on
the collection, would be necessary to confirm this
and to find out what more can be said about the
original collection and to determine what survives
today. 
One obvious question is how Williams collected the
reptiles: by his own fieldwork, purchase from
commercial collectors, quarrymen and
beachcombers, or purchase of a pre-existing
collection. Watchet plesiosaurs are rare, and it may
be significant that one is known to have been in the
collection of Henry Ball (c. 1783-?1856), surgeon of
Watchet, in 1840, who was forced to sell his
collection the next year (Taylor and Torrens 2016).
This obviously offered a chance for Williams to buy
it either directly or through Robert H.W. Bartlett (c.
1814-1887), the opportunist lawyer who bought the
Ball collection. So perhaps the plesiosaur came to
Williams from Ball, though maybe not Williams's
other reptiles if Baker (1853) was right in attributing
most of them to Street. Another obvious question is
the fate of now lost items. One would have thought
that the Society would be reluctant to dispose of
prize items such as complete and near-complete
ichthyosaurs, especially in the years immediately
after their acquisition. Be that as it may, the
ichthyosaur figured in the Bridgewater Treatise, and
obviously regarded as a prize acquisition in the
1850s, cannot now be found in the Taunton
collection, and an appropriate appeal for information
is published separately (Taylor 2016), as are others
on casts of the Watchet plesiosaur (Taylor and Evans
2016) and the Ball collection (Taylor and Torrens
2016).
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